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Abstract
Rizal’s identity has been commonly tied to that of an intellectual propagandist, an ilustrado who utilized more of his
brains than brawn. However, it must be noted that biographies about Rizal were able to mention the physical
development and martial arts enthusiasm of Rizal albeit briefly. Such information captured the minds of current
martial arts enthusiasts that a narrative of Rizal as a practitioner as well as a teacher or guro of Arnis was even
accepted.
This study therefore aimed to examine the historiography or the writing, interpretation, and presentation of the
idea of Rizal as a martial artist in popular biographies, sources, and online articles. Doing so provides us an
investigation of the veracity of these narratives. Analysis of the historiographies, including comparison of selected
letters, either affirms the information provided in these popular biographies or uncovers hagiographies,
anachronisms, or invented traditions in the narratives of Rizal as a martial artist and especially as an Arnisador.
Consequently, such examination necessitates understanding the historical context of physical education, extracurricular activities, and education itself during Jose Rizal’s time.
Finally, the study wanted to present Rizal’s perspective, whether it came from the interpretation of his biographers
or his own letters, on the importance of martial arts and physical education to the development of a person.
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The young Rizal is commonly described as a
frail and sickly boy. Interestingly, narratives
regarding his adulthood would show him as an
excellent marksman and a fencer. His return to
Calamba in 1887 also saw him teaching and
encouraging the youth to learn these arts.

called “Revisiting a Classic: “Mga Karunungan
sa Larong Arnis” by Placido Yambao and
Buenaventura Mirafuente” by Perry Gil Mallari
(2010), “Andres Bonifacio, Escrimador” by The
Deadly Dance blog (2013), who will also be
mentioned in the succeeding part of this paper,
“Arnis: The Filipino Martial Art” by Elise Suarez
published in Palawan News (2018), and even
the explanatory note of Senate Bill No. 2258 by
former Senator Lito Lapid which eventually led
to the enactment of Republic Act No. 9850
entitled “An Act Declaring Arnis as the National
Martial Art and Sport of the Philippines”. The
proliferation of such narratives may also have
been affected with the boom of social media
groups and pages.

However, it seems that dualities of comparison
of ideas especially between reform and
revolution, as well as intellectual propaganda
compared to actual physical struggles have
seen Jose Rizal commonly pitted against
Andres Bonifacio as representations of these
concepts as reflected in books such as “The
Revolt of the Masses” by Teodoro Agoncillo or
“The Philippines: A Past Revisited” by Renato
Constantino, and noted by Floro Quibuyen in
his book “A Nation Aborted.” The idea of a It is arguably prestigious then for the whole
physically active Rizal so to speak became a Arnis community to have Jose Rizal as one of its
trivial matter in other biographical accounts practitioners.
and discussions of his life.
So, did he? Did Jose Rizal study and taught Arnis
Nevertheless, this data would not go unnoticed as mentioned in popularly used biographies in
especially with enthusiasts on marksmanship teaching his life and works?
and fencing, i.e. the martial artists. Such a piece
of information arguably provides a sense of To clarify its objectives, this research wanted to
prestigious connection of the practitioners to a document and analyze the various biographical
well-known historical figure like Rizal. Among accounts of Jose Rizal practicing martial arts in
some Filipino martial arts practitioners this order to 1) provide a perspective of the
association was already done with other historical and personal context of Rizal’s
national heroes such as Lapu-Lapu who is journey through martial arts, 2) to examine the
or
the
interpretation,
considered as one of the earliest, if not the first, historiography
Arnis grandmaster, as well as Andres Bonifacio presentation, and even promotion of these
especially with his common depiction wielding sources regarding the idea that Jose Rizal
a bolo which is also a common weapon in Arnis studied Arnis and became a teacher or guro of
the art, and 3) to look into the perspective of
today.
Rizal, whether it came from the biographical
Some of the materials promoting this idea of interpretations or himself through his letters,
associating the art with historical figures on the importance of martial arts and physical
include books and popular online sources such education in general.
“The Filipino Martial Arts” by Dan Inosanto
(1980), “The History of Balintawak Eskrima” by In attaining these objectives, it was also
Sam Buot, Sr. (2007), an article in FMA Pulse necessary to provide a historical data reflecting
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the status of physical education during Jose
Rizal’s time and how he would acquire the
knowledge of developing the body especially
through martial arts. Examining the
historiography of the biographies also helped
either in confirming narratives or uncovering
traces of hagiographies, anachronisms, or
invented traditions in the narratives of Rizal as
an Arnisador. And finally, the resulting analysis
of Rizal’s perspective of martial arts and
physical education provides a glimpse of his
philosophy regarding the importance of
physical education in the development of a
person.
Being primarily a study in historiography, the
research focused on popular and readily
accessible biographical accounts including
books commonly utilized or referred as
references in Rizal courses, as well as online
sources. An examination of these sources,
although categorized only as secondary
sources, is still significant because these
processed narratives are what students and
even teachers often rely on to create an image
of Rizal. The information they offer and the way
they present it can either have a positive
impact to the readers or just treated as trivia.

The letters of Rizal were quoted here mainly as
part of the examination of the truthfulness of
biographies although they too helped in
constructing a bigger picture of Rizal’s journal
in physical development. The letters were
mostly those from the collections published by
the National Heroes Commission in 1964 and
the Pambansang Komisyon ng Ikasandaang
Taon ni Jose Rizal in 1961.
The biographical accounts were presented in a
historical narrative from Rizal’s birth up to his
days in Dapitan, which was the alleged last
period when he taught martial arts. Then crossreferences were done with other sources
especially on his practice of Arnis.
Historiographies were checked especially for
hagiographical contents, or those that were
written mainly to exalt Rizal, that may lead to
anachronisms or invented traditions before
leading to the final analysis and conclusions.
Simply defined, anachronism is the error or
misplacement of a thing in a timeline (Ranciere
2015, 22-23) which can be the case of using
escrima as they used before versus escrima as
used now in modern Filipino Martial Arts.
Invented traditions are those traditions,
practices, or beliefs, that are recently formed
which have a vague connection to the past, to
justify the existence of another practice or
identity of one group (Hobsbawm and Ranger
1983, 1,3,4). This might be the case of some
Arnisadors catering to foreign practitioners as
they also feed to the idea of “Orientalism”
which is any distortion, “exotization”, or
romantization, of the Orient (Asia) by the socalled Westerns (Shay and Sellers-Young 2003,
19).

These documentary sources include renowned
biographies such as Zaide and Zaide’s “Jose
Rizal: Life, Works, and Writings of a Genius,
Writer, Scientist, and National Hero” and “The
First Filipino: A Biography of Jose Rizal” by Leon
Ma. Guerrero. Other biographical accounts
such as those written by Austin Craig were also
consulted but have not been focused on due to
their lack of discussion of Rizal and his training
in martial arts and/or Arnis. Such accounts
were used in passing when deemed necessary The study was limited to the published
to talk about Rizal. Otherwise, the other biographies and online articles used in the
documents were deemed sufficient.
initial papers of the author. Combined with
additional data from the letters of Jose Rizal
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and downloadable materials on his life and (A)Rithmetic, and Spanish language as well as
works, this paper takes on a more holistic and history (Corpuz 1963, 23):
extensive perspective on Rizal, physical
1. Christian Doctrine
education, martial arts, and Arnis. Further
2. Notions of morality
research on other possible sources like obscure
3. Notions of sacred history
biographies or other collection of letters was
4. Reading
limited due to restrictions of the extensive
5. Writing
community quarantine against the COVID-19.
6. Practical teaching of the Spanish language
With the current predicament of the country as
7. Principles of Spanish grammar with
well as the focus on written accounts of the
orthography.
paper, the oral history from the Rizal family as
8. Principles of arithmetic covering the rule of
well as those in Dapitan were not obtained.
four for whole numbers, common
Nevertheless, the sources utilized were
ensured to be well-known and reviewed by the
academe per their reputation and publication
process (except for the process of online
materials). Therefore, they have enough merit
for analysis, discussion, and conclusions that
directs us to reconsider further research of the
other aspects of Rizal’s life and possibly see him
in a new as well as clearer lens.
PHYSICAL EDUCATION DURING THE SPANISH
PERIOD

9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

fractions, decimals, determinate numbers
and notions of the metric system and its
equivalent in ordinary weights and
measures.
Notions of general geography (for boys
only)
Notions of history of Spain (for boys only)
Notions of practical agriculture as applied
to the fruits of the country (for boys only)
Industrial work for girls
Rules of urbanity
Music

Gender discrepancy can also be gleaned
from the subjects, both in the number of
subjects reserved for each sex, as well as the
type of subjects. The boys had more academic
as well as agricultural subjects, either in
preparation for business or other ventures, and
the girls were presumed to stay at home and
manage the household. From the list, only
“Music” is the existing component of what is
now call MAPEH subject or Music, Arts, Physical
Education, and Health.

In the book “Education and Socio-Economic
Change in the Philippines, 1870-1960s” by O.D.
Corpuz (1963), it can be argued that there was
really no formal primary schools prior to 1863
and whatever form of teaching, usually
administered or supervised by the clergy, were
focused on knowledge and practices related to
religion (19-20). However, the declaration of
the Moret decree by Don Segismundo Moret in
1863 provided at least an attempt to
standardize the subjects under primary Charles Garland Whitwell’s thesis entitled
education until 1898 (Corpuz 1963, 22).
“Spanish Education Policy in the Philippine
Islands” (1940) provided various examples of
Under the Moret decree are the following curriculum in college courses in the Philippines
topics which, although still reflecting religious during the Spanish period. This included a list
teachings, added what could be the basis of the of subjects observed in San Juan de Letran,
Three Rs or Reading, (W)Riting, and medicine in 1785, curriculum on Surveyor
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course, Commercial Expert, Industrial Expert, For further reference, Rizal’s scholastic records
and Chemical Expert, among others (Whitwell from the Unibersidad de Santo Tomas
1940, 77, 83, 84, 86).
consisted of the following subjects (Zaide and
Zaide 2008, 55-56):
In both sources, it is noticeable that Physical
1877-1878: Cosmology and
Education is not included or at least not
Metaphysics, Theodicy,
indicated as part of the curriculum both in
History of Philosophy
primary and tertiary education during the
1878-1879: Physics, Chemistry,Natural
Spanish period.
History, Anatomy 1,
Dissection 1
1879-1880: Anatomy 2, Dissection 2,
Physiology, Private
Hygiene, Public Hygiene
1880-1881: General Pathology,
Therapeutics, Surgery
1881-1882: Medical Pathology,
Surgical Pathology,
Obstetrics

According to the book “History of Physical
Education in the Philippines by Celia BocoboOlivar (1972) in the chapter intended for Rizal,
physical education was not given importance
during the Spanish colonial period as it was
treated as a distraction to more important
subjects such as religion (31). Even the
scholastic records of Rizal during his stay in
Ateneo Municipal from 1872 t0 1877 did not
reflect any physical education subject (Zaide If physical education is not part of the
curriculum, how else did Rizal practiced these
and Zaide 2008, 33-34).
arts? Based on the number of courses as well
The scholastic records of Rizal in Ateneo as well as other activities of Rizal, we can only
Municipal show the following subjects or assume that he attended gymnastics and
fencing training as extra-curricular activities or
courses (Zaide and Zaide 2008, 33-34):
joined groups outside his schools.
1872-1873: Arithmetic, Latin I, Spanish
I, Greek I
1873-1874: Latin 2, Spanish 2, Greek 2,
Universal Geography
1874-1875: Latin 3, Spanish 3, Greek 3,
Universal History, History
of Spain and the
Philippines, Arithmetic and
Algebra
1875- 1876: Rhetoric and Poetry,
French I, Geometry and
Trigonometry
1876-1877: Philosophy I, Minerology
and Chemistry, Philosophy
2, Physics, Botany and
Zoology

To further provide an argument on how flexible
his schedule was, we can note from Zaide and
Zaide (2008, 34-35, 47-48) that Rizal as also
active in extra-curricular activities such as
being an officer of the Marian Congregation
and a member of the Academy of Spanish
Literature and the Academy of Natural Sciences
which are exclusive organizations in Ateneo. He
also continued to hone his craft in literature
and the fine arts in his vacant time. They also
noted that while he is taking a course on
Philosophy and Letters in UST, he also took and
finished a vocational course leading on the title
of perito agremensor (expert surveyor). He
allegedly continued to visit Ateneo frequently
and join in the extra-curricular activities.
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This might have a great effect on Rizal,
reflecting on his experience both in physical
training as well as comparing the situation of
our education system and to other countries. In
his suggested curriculum for a modern college
supposedly to be built in Hong Kong, he
included a cluster of “gymnastics, equitation,
fencing, swimming, music, drawing, dancing”.
Although the school did not materialize, he was
allegedly able to apply another version that
included physical education and martial arts in
his school in Dapitan (Zaide and Zaide 2008,
164-165, 229; (Bocobo-Olivar 1972, 33).

represents a simplified approach to the
biography of Rizal intended for students. The
“First Filipino” on the other hand is the grand
prize winner for a contest sponsored by Jose
Rizal National Centennial Commission in 1961.

RIZAL AND MARTIAL ARTS

Arguably the most utilized reference book
about Rizal’s life and works at the tertiary level,
Gregorio and Sonia Zaide’s work also includes
translated excerpts of Rizal’s work. It also
differs from the other sources by the fact that,
among his contemporary authors on notable
biographies of Rizal, Gregorio Zaide is one of
the few, if not the only one, who is a historian
by degree and profession.

Leon Ma. Guerrero was a Filipino diplomat,
novelist, and a Knight Grand Cross of the
Knights of Rizal but he stated that the book was
not a hagiography as he aimed to show the
human side of Rizal and attempted to be as
objective as possible in the translations
(Goodreads; Guerrero 1974, x). His writing
therefore adopted a more academic approach
The next section now looks at the general as he mentioned that to write about Rizal’s life
journey of Rizal in the world of martial arts is also to study the history of Spain and to
based on popular biographies and translations “write the history of the Filipinos” (Guererro
of his works or letters.
1974, x).

This part mainly utilized three published
biographical books of Rizal from the University
of the Philippines Diliman Main Library that
contained discussions on his journey into
martial arts. First is “Jose Rizal: Bayaning
Kayumanggi Integratibo at Interaktibong
Talakay” by Astorga, Jr., Cruz, and Morong,
“The First Filipino: A Biography of Jose Rizal”
Leon Ma. Guerrero, and “Jose Rizal: Life,
Works, and Writings of a Genius, Writer,
Scientist, and National Hero” (2nd Ed) by Zaide
and Zaide. Bocobo-Olivar’s work was also
included as supplemental source.
As mentioned earlier in the introduction, other
accounts were also consulted but were used
here as supplementary sources because they
did not delve much on Rizal and martial arts
and/or Arnis.
Edilberto Astorga, Cynthia Cruz, and Diosa
Morong are textbook writers and their book

The young Rizal, or Pepe as he was fondly
called, is commonly described to be small,
skinny, and frail or sickly (Bocobo- Olivar 1972,
27; Zaide and Zaide 2008, 11, 15;). This became
a problem when he enrolled in Ateneo
Municipal as stated in the fourth chapter of his
Memorias de un Estudiante de Manila as
translated by Zaide and Zaide (2008, 298). Even
upon entering college, Rizal was described to
be small in stature compared to his peers and
thus regularly teased for it by some of his
classmates (Zaide and Zaide 2008, 302-303).
Some would say that this would have Rizal
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focused on his intellectual abilities, but it was During this time, his novel Noli Me Tangere has
not the whole case.
caused a lot of reactions from the Spanish
government in the Philippines that Governor
Accordingly, the first teacher of Pepe on self- General Emilio Terrero provided him with a
defense and martial arts was his Uncle Manuel bodyguard, Lt. Jose Taviel de Andrade.
who was a brother of Teodora Alonso. He According to de Andrade, Rizal’s hobbies were
taught Pepe the art of wrestling or “buno” as “hunting, fencing, shooting, painting, and
well as of fencing or “escrima” (Astorga Jr, Cruz, hiking” (Zaide and Zaide 2008, 120).
and Morong 2005, 8; Bocobo-Olivar 1972, 27;
Craig 1913, 129-130; Zaide and Zaide 2008, 19). In February 1888, he had to leave the
Philippines again through Hong Kong and then
He continued learning martial arts especially proceeded to Japan. Here he studied the
“escrima” or Spanish fencing when he attended Japanese culture including Judo or Japanese
Ateneo Municipal de Manila (Zaide and Zaide Jiu-jitsu (Zaide and Zaide 2008, 129; Bocobo2008, 35). It is said that his family was amazed Olivar 1972, 28). Leaving Japan to the United
of his skill as a fencer when he went home for States, it is a popular tale that Pepe amazed his
a vacation (Guerrero 2007, 35). Guerrero fellow travelers on his use of the y-yo as a
(2007) mentioned that the young Pepe has weapon (Zaide and Zaide 2008, 142). In
been vocal about his dream about being a great London, he boxed with the children of Dr.
fencer (70).
Rheilhold Rost (Bocobo-Olivar 1972, 29).
He continued practicing fencing regularly for
It was in November 3, 1882 when Rizal enrolled one to two hours a day when he arrived in
at the Universidad Central de Madrid. Aside Paris, according to his letter dated May 16,
from the usual hobbies of painting, sculpting, 1889 (Zaide and Zaide 2008, 154; Bocoboand studying European languages, he Olivar 1972, 28).
continued practicing Spanich fencing as well as
learned pistol shooting at the Hall of Arms of In Paris, Rizal and his friends created the group
Sanz y Carbonell (Zaide and Zaide 2008, 63; Indios Bravos as replacement for their Kidlat
Astorga Jr., Cruz, and Morong 2005, 32; Club during the 1889 Paris Exposition. This
Bocobo-Olivar 1972, 28, 29). Even in his trip to group trained with fencing, marksmanship, and
Heidelberg Germany starting February 3, 1886, Rizal allegedly taught them Judo techniques he
it is said that he continued to participate in learned from Japan (Zaide and Zaide 2008,
physical activities like gymnastics, including 156).
watching duels (Zaide and Zaide 2008, 80).
The last instance that Rizal was described to be
In his return to Calamba on August 8, 1887, as involved in martial arts was during his exile in
already mentioned earlier, he established a Dapitan. In his school in Dapitan, he taught
gymnasium for the youth where he taught physical education to his students including
them various European sports including martial arts such as Judo, wrestling or “buno”,
fencing and marksmanship with the goal of Spanish
fencing,
American
boxing,
encouraging the youth to avoid vices especially marksmanship, and allegedly, Arnis (Bocobocockfighting (Zaide and Zaide 2008, 115; Olivar 1972, 33; Zaide and Zaide 2008, 229).
Bocobo-Olivar 1972, 32).
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Aside from sparring and practice session, Rizal
biographies also have several instances
wherein Rizal was said to have used his martial
arts knowledge, or at least got into a squabble
that led to duels or challenges.
His first use of the art of wrestling or “buno”
was during his younger years as a pupil in
Binan, Laguna. Here he fought with a bully
name Pedro wherein Pepe allegedly used
“buno” to beat his opponent (Zaide and Zaide
2008, 22, 292; Astorga Jr., Cruz, and Morong
2005, 8; Guerrero 2007, 35).
He was
immediately challenged by one Andres
Alandanan in an “arm-wrestling match”
wherein Pepe lost (Zaide and Zaide 2008, 22,
292; Astorga Jr., Cruz, and Morong 2005, 8;
Guerrero 2007, 35).

It is also worth mentioning that we have
sample photos online of Pepe practicing
Spanish or European fencing. One is of Antonio
Luna and Rizal facing each other and swords
crossed (Hartwell n.d.). Another is Pepe posing
with Antonio Luna and Valentin Ventura in
Paris, 1889, all in fencing gears except for the
headgear (Ladrido 2017). These are valuable
materials that further prove the truth of the
narratives regarding Rizal’s fencing training.
Further, we have access to several of Rizal’s
letters with his family and colleagues to review
the contents of our secondary sources. The
next part is a collection of summaries of said
correspondence.
RIZAL’S LETTERS

With friction among Spanish and Filipino
students, it seems to be that a rumble between
these two groups is inevitable. Thus, Rizal
allegedly used his knowledge in “escrima”
(fencing) and “buno” when fights breakout at
the Unibersidad de Santo Tomas (Zaide and
Zaide 2008, 54; Bocobo-Olivar 1972, 30).
There is also that famous aborted duel
between Jose Rizal and Antonio Luna in late of
August of 1890 because of Nellie Boustead.
Rizal was said to be the better marksman while
Luna was more superior with the sword, but
their friends were able to talk them out of it
(Zaide and Zaide 2008, 178-179). Another was
when Rizal challenged Mr. Juan Lardet, a
French businessman in Dapitan, because of
business dealings. The commandant at that
time heard about it and convinced the French
to ask for forgiveness instead because Rizal was
described as “an expert in martial arts,
particularly in fencing and pistol shooting”
(Zaide and Zaide 2008, 222).

“Mi mano tiembla pues acabo de jugar
al moro moro, pues sabras que quiero
ser espadachin.” – Jose Rizal, sulat para
ka Sr. Dn. Enrique Lete y Cornell,
Nobyembre 27, 1878 (National Library
1930, 10)
Roughly translated, the letter he wrote for Don
Enrique Lete y Cornell on November 27, 1878
states “My hands are trembling as I have just
played Moro-Moro (or better translated to “I
have just finished sparring/a duel), because
you know that I want to be a
swordsman/fencer.”
This letter already provides us with an idea of
the aspiration of Rizal in the world of martial
arts as well as what martial art he is interested
in. So, to read from the man himself, this study
also utilized some of his letters that pertains to
physical education and martial arts as
published by the National Heroes Commission.
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In his correspondence with Blumentritt, Rizal
confirms that he was frail and sickly when he
was young. In his two letters to Blumentritt in
December of 1886, Rizal mentioned being sick
of “tuberculosis” and “torticollis, a rheumatism
of the muscle” as a young boy (Stockinger
1995). Based on the historiography of his
biographies, he changed this frail body through
physical training.

tremendous ‘saber wounds’. I can only assume
that this could be from sparring or joining
student demonstrations.
Writing to his parents and brothers from
Heidelber on February 9, 1886, Rizal made a
relatively lengthy description of the
corporations or clubs of students training and
duelling with swords. The following are
selected descriptions:

Perusing on the translated collection of
correspondence between Rizal, his friends, and
his family as provided by the National Heroes
Commission, I have come upon the following
letters containing references to physical
education and martial arts. I have used direct
quotes comprising those references, noted the
place of origin and date, and then emphasized
on the terms.

They say that the students belonging to
different corporations fight one another for
fun. When they fight, they have all the parts
of the body covered except the face and the
eyes are protected with goggles of steel
mesh so that the hands and the cheeks are
almost exposed. They use a very sharp
saber with which they fight by raising the
arm over the head.

The first collection is the “Letters between Rizal
and Family Members” Volume II: Book One.
In Rizal’s letter to his sisters and brothers
(Manila, July 2, 1876), he mentioned that “I’m
now studying philosophy, physics, and
chemistry, natural history, drawing, and
gymnastics.” To Francisco Rizal Mercado
(Madrid, October 28, 1883), he described a
gymnasium which the Commission noted to
probably be the Academia de Bellas Arts de San
Fernando in Madrid: “The gymnasium agrees
well with me. Persons of all ages and of both
sexes, also belonging to all social classes, go
there. However, the gymnasium is inferior to
those we have in Manila as to its equipment
and location…”
Still coming from Madrid in November 26,
1884, Rizal was talking about missing home, his
budget, and student demonstration and
mentioned “Once there, I shall try to work as
much as I can in order to heal these

…They invited me to join their society, but
upon knowing that I couldn’t remain among
them for a long time, they said it was
useless, for it would be of no benefit for me.
At least six months were necessary for
probation and another six months to be
admitted into it.
During his exile in Dapitan, he wrote to a
certain Manuel T. Hidalgo on February 26, 1894
and told about dreaming of Antonio Luna
opening a fencing school in Manila. He also
mentioned shooting (probably pistol) having a
role in Juan Luna’s tragic life. He said “Tell
Antonio what a strange thing it was. About two
or three weeks ago I dreamed that he had
opened a fencing school in Manila!.. I do not
see any chance of Mr. Juan Luna teaching you
shooting. How can he do it, since shooting has
played such an important role in the tragedy of
his life!”
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His nephews visited him in Dapitan and he
taught them a few things about physical
education too. To his sister Lucia (Dapitan,
February 12, 1896) he wrote about their
lessons stating “Here I shall teach them
Spanish, English, arithmetic, and gymnastics.”
In another letter to Lucia, he included
swimming and gymnastics to their activities,
“They swim a great deal and Osio can swim
until 30 braces, though slowly. Tanis dives very
well and he is nimble like a fish, but he tires
quickly. Tanis is going to be a strong lad, he now
lifts up twenty-five pounds over his head; I
believe he is stronger than Uncle Nengoy.”

to Rome. During his trip, he impressed the
other western passengers with his use of the
“yoyo” in a weapon-like manner. He wrote (as
translated) “Doon ako nakipagkilala sa
maraming tao, at sapagka’t ako’y may dalang
isang yoyo, ang mga taga-Europa at ang mga
amerikano ay humanga sa ginagawa kong
paggamit, na parang sandatang panlaban.”

To Antonio Luna (Brussels, July 3, 1890) Rizal
discussed his belief that holding a weapon or
learning how to use one is more beneficial to
the youth than betting in card games. Roughly
translated, he said it strengthens the spirit and
instils patience and values to a person. To
Rizal commonly refers to his physical education quote:
or training as gymnastics. As for martial arts, his
letters reflect his training in European fencing.
Mabuti ngang ang kabataan ay mahilig sa
The saber mentioned above may refer to the
isang bagay na lalong mahalaga at
style of fencing or the weapon/sword. As for his
marangal kaysa pagsusugal sa baraha; at
letter from Heidelberg, the saber could have
gaya ng napakatumpak na pagkakasabi ni
been the long sword as the stance he described
Marco Espada, ang paggamit ng isang
is commonly referred to as Vom Tag/Vom
sandata ay nakapagdudulot ng lakas ng
Tach/Vom Dach translated as the “Roof” in
kaluluwa sa tao at nakapagpapahinahon at
what is now known as Historical European
nakapagpapamitagan sa kanya.
Martial Arts or HEMA (Clements 2004)
He also mentioned in the same letter going to
He also practiced target shooting although he the gym and sending Luna some cards showing
admits lesser talent in that aspect, probably his development in target shooting, of which he
compared to Antonio Luna. As for his stay in described himself to be of relatively less talent.
Dapitan, he did not mention any martial arts
training in his letters, only gymnastics, Again, quoting the translated letter of Rizal:
swimming, and probably weightlifting.
Dito’y patuloy akong gumagawa at nagaaral; nagparoroon ako sa Klinika,
Another collection that mentioned references
nagbabasa, nagsusulat, nagtutungo sa
to physical education and martial arts was the
palakasan at sa bulwagan ng mga sandata.
Filipino translation “Pakikipagsulatan sa mga
Bagay sa pagtudla, ay pinadalhan kita ng
Kasama Niya sa Pagpapalaganap” Ikalawang
isang karton na may sampung tama ng
Tomo: Ikatlong Aklat, from the Pambansang
punlo; ang layo ng karton sa akin ay 7
Komisyon ng Ikasandaang Taon ni Jose Rizal.
metro at kalahati. Sa layong 20 metro, ay
napapatama ko ang 20 putok sa loob ng
From London, July 27, 1888, Jose Rizal wrote to
karting ang sukat ay 20 sentimetro ang taas
Mariano Ponce about his travels from America
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at 20 ang lapad. Mabagal ang aking
pagsulong, datapuwa’t sa bias ng
pagpupumilit, ay magiging mabutig
manunudla ako, at pupunan ng aking loob
ang
kaunting
katangian
ng
pagkamanunudla na ipinagkaloob sa akin
ng kalikasan.

May tatlong buwan na nagsanay sa
boxe francais, taong matulin ang
suntok, gayon din naman sa espada (sa
Escola practique de Baudoy, 108,
Richelieu); tila mandin ay hindi ko
pahihintulutan maaping totoo yaring
mukha, ng mga kastila.

On the other hand, Juan Luna wrote to Rizal
(Benzeval-Houlgate, July 24, 1890) talking
about Antonia Luna being an example to other
Filipinos in learning “florete” and considering a
training in target shooting using pistol and
revolver. He said “…ang kabutiha’y dahil sa
halimbawa ni Antonio, lahat ay pawing nagaaral ng paggamit ng plorete, at ang mga
Pilipino’y may kabantugan na sa katapangan at
kalakasan sa pananandata… Binabalak naming
magsanay ng panunudla, na ang gagamitin ay
baril at rebolber.”

Here were more fencing and shooting
references from Rizal and his colleagues. Rizal
would not know what do to with Juan Luna’s
request for example if he was not familiar with
the terms and practice. While the term
“florete” is also used in Arnis or Filipino Martial
Arts in more recent styles, it is best to put the
term in the historical and personal context of
Rizal and see this as referring to the “foil” or a
particular sword in European fencing. Foil is a
common weapon in European fencing, but its
use is also different from that of the epee and
saber. Foil fencers score by a thrust of the tip
of the sword (also called foil from which the
name of the competition came from) in the
torso area. It is commonly called a balance
between the aggressiveness of the saber-style
and the defensive mindset of the epee-style of
competition (Bowker 2016).

In another letter from Juan, he requested Rizal
for a favor to pick-up and pay for some French
and Italian “florets” from the armory or
blacksmith. His letter stated:
Pagpaparito mo bukas, Sabado, ay
utang na loob na dumaan ka muna sa
bahay ng manggagawa ng sandata
upang kunin ang “ploreteng” pranses
na iniwan doon ni Antonio upang
lagyan ng bagong talim; bayaran mo
ang halaga. Kung magagawa mo at
hindi makabibigat sa iyo ay ipakikuha
mo na rin ang mga ploreteng italyano.

The letters also show that Rizal and his
colleagues share the enthusiasm of training in
the martial arts. More importantly, Rizal shows
further insight on the importance of martial
arts particularly in wielding a weapon which
can be best assumed to refer to fencing. He saw
it not just a physical activity but also an
emotional and social one by inculcating values
And lastly, a certain Ariston Bautista wrote to to a person as well as keeping that person from
Rizal (Paris, April 16, 1892) and talked about engaging in vices.
training for months in French boxing as well as
fencing at the Escole Practique de Baudoy, 108, In terms of martial arts trained or taught
Richelieu, in order not to be defeated or put to however, Rizal’s reputation based on the
shame by the Spaniards. He wrote:
biographies and his letters was more closely
associated with Spanish fencing or escrima as
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well as pistol shooting. With only Zaide and
Zaide (2008) and Bocobo-Olivar (1972)
mentioning Rizal teaching arnis in Dapitan and
most of the sources stating escrima
interchangeably with Spanish fencing, where
else did the idea that Rizal studied Arnis come
from?
PEPE THE ARNISADOR

First is the article “Jose Rizal, Martial Arts
Warrior” by Rene J. Navarro (2015). This is a
blog post from his own published essay of the
same title in the book “Arnis: Reflections on the
History and Development of the Filipino
Martial Arts” edited by Mark V. Wiley and
published in 2001. As the title implies, this is
about Rizal as a martial artist and not just as an
Arnisador.

In spite of the narratives pertaining to fencing,
and by that context the word “escrima” or
“eskrima” would probably mean Spanish
fencing as its European origins would also
dictate, the Zaide and Zaide together with
Bocobo-Olivar stated Rizal teaching Arnis at the
last moments of his life. And in spite of these
famous and well-researched sources, I have
not seen them cited by the various online
articles discussing the history of Arnis and its
connection to Rizal.

However, the article also speaks of Rizal as a
Zen master, a clear appropriation of Navarro’s
background as a practitioner of Tai Chi Chuan
and other “eastern” arts such as acupuncture,
neidan, and Daoist Yang-Sheng as stated in his
short bio-note. The flowery presentation of the
thought process of Rizal, obvious from
frequent use of the phrase (Rizal/he) “must
have”, also reflects Navarro’s background as an
essayist and poet, or creative writer (Navarro
2015).

Without the review process of creating a book
and with reactions coming ipso facto, any
information can be published and propagated
by almost any person or group in the internet.

In passing, he mentioned that Rizal practiced
arnis de mano, and, even though he admitted
that there is no record of what style Pepe
learned, he assumed that it could be the
“pananandata” or “escrima” which was
supposedly common in the Tagalog region
during that period (Navarro 2015). He provided
no source of all the claims but he justified this
lack of footnotes or sources in the endnote of
his published work that “this (the essay) was
written for a popular audience, not for
academics or scholars” (Wiley 2001).

The discussion on Rizal and Arnis is typically
presented as part of the narrative that Rizal is a
mixed martial artist or martial arts master.
Interestingly, even the articles that seemingly
suggest that Rizal did practice Arnis only
mention it in passing.
Example online sources are “Jose Rizal: The
Warrior” by Eskabo Daan, a penname I surmise,
and “Rizal in Duels & Martial Arts: More than
Just your Ordinary National Hero” by Diego
Salvador. These articles, along with other
similar ones, seem to follow the pattern, as
well as reecho two other writers.

Due to lack of sources to back his analysis as
well as his own disclaimer implying that his
work is not a reliable source for research and
serious readers of Rizal or the history of Arnis,
it should not be a part of an authentic historical
narrative then and just an intellectual musing
at best. I had only discussed his work for the
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purpose of covering the cited and common describe the common day life of Rizal in
sources by other writers or social media posts. Dapitan but there was no mention of Arnis.
There is a fiction book written by Patricia
Note that the book was published in 2001 and Magdalena Laurel, great granddaughter of
the Zaide and Zaide reference I am using is the Rizal’s sister Maria Cruz, and released in 2018
Centennial edition published in 2008. The by the Ateneo de Manila Press, that tackles the
original work of Zaide and Zaide was published life of a student of Rizal, but I was not able to
in 1999.
access a copy. Not to mention that it is fictional
in nature although allegedly based on true
Another quotes writer by other online sources story.
is Mr. Perry Gil Mallari, a writer for the Manila
Times, with his article entitled “Fightin’ Jose” Therefore, without other online data and
published in June 12, 2008. He had several eliminating Navarro’s work per his own
articles of the same idea, but this was the disclaimer, there are three sources regarding
commonly copied or quoted one. However, I Rizal and Arnis, two academically published
was not able to procure a direct copy from the works on history, and one as a published
Manila Times website.
column of a martial arts enthusiast.
According to the website FMA Pulse to which is
Mr. Mallari is also a contributor, he is an
Arnisador, a foil-fencer, and a martial arts
enthusiast. A journalist by profession, his
column in the Manila Times called Martial Talk
and he is a regular writer of the Filipino martial
arts magazine Rapid Journal.

Due to the limitations of the statements,
sometimes just mentioning the word Arnis, it is
relatively easy to find a common theme: that
Rizal taught Arnis in Dapitan. However, this
statement also brings a lot of questions, with a
lot of restrictions in obtaining the answers.
Sadly, in Rizal’s own autobiography as
translated by Zaide and Zaide (2008) as well as
Austin Craig (accessed as Project Gutenberg ebook 2020), Rizal did not mention the word
Arnis or similar reference to it.

He too made a general description of Pepe’s
martial arts talents and made two general
statements- that Rizal practiced Arnis and then
later taught it in Dapitan. Following the
newspaper format, it is understandable that he
has no in-text citations or footnotes to provide ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSIONS
sources.
First should be a summary of the historical
I also tried searching for other online sources context and personal journey of Rizal in martial
especially on Rizal’s stay in Dapitan. The one arts. Based on the biographies which was
from the National Historical Commission backed up with the study of Corpuz (1963),
(accessed 2020) only mentioned that Rizal Whitwell (1940) and Bocobo-Olivar (1972),
create a school and provided his students physical education was not part of the regular
holistic learning. The website managed by the curriculum of schools. But accordingly, Rizal
Jose Rizal University (2004) used Rizal’s letter still made time to practice and develop his body
to Blumentritt on December 19, 1893 to especially that he was described as frail, sickly,
and small for his size. He continued to do so
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even abroad. What was mostly mentioned in
the sources as his physical activities were
gymnastics and weightlifting. As for martial
arts, the data from his biographies and in
connection to his letters strongly supports the
conclusion that he practiced European fencing
and target-shooting.

have echoed this without further investigation
for proof to support such claims as there were
also no discussions about it.

Rizal did not mention Arnis and if the term
escrima should be used, it should be according
to Rizal’s historical context and personal
experience which is escrima referring to its
Other martial arts associated with him were origins, the European fencing. This can be
Wrestling/Buno, Judo, Boxing, and Arnis but further verified in other historical accounts or
only few of the accounts mention the articles on fencing or HEMA.
association of Rizal to these martial arts and
only in passing. No further discussion on them To use the term escrima/eskrima then as it is
but just a simple enumeration thus no further used now in the PEKAF (Philippine Eskrima Kali
ground for debate or analysis. Rizal on the Arnis Federation) and WEKAF (World Eskrima
other hand did not mention them in the letters Kali Arnis Federation) would be an
available through the accessible collections.
anachronism as well as an attempt to invent a
tradition, a vague and unfounded historical
French boxing was mentioned by his friend connection, to relate Rizal and the art. Even the
Ariston Bautista, and Rizal wrote about using use of the terms “buno” and “yoyo” cannot be
the yoyo in a weapon-like manner which conclusive evidences that Rizal transitioned to
impressed Europeans aboard a ship while he the stick fighting aspect of Arnis. One can even
was travelling abroad. He is also known to have argue that the use of rattan sticks in sparring or
used these skills from time to time although the combat in biographies of other heroes,
famous ones like between Antonio Luna and a especially the ilustrados, is just for safety as
French businessman in Dapitan did not push well as economic substitutes to metal swords
through. Interestingly, these were not in European fencing which was taught during
mentioned in the collection of letters from those times.
Rizal.
Further, it can also be reasoned that Rizal, who
In Dapitan, he only stated teaching gymnastics, is an avid learner, writer, and promoter of
swimming, and lifting weights with his Filipino culture and identity, would have noted
nephews in his letters but some of the and documented learning such a native art visbiographies would include wrestling and Arnis. à-vis European fencing. After all, he helped
form the Association Internationale des
So now on the question of “Did Rizal do Arnis?”, Philippinistes as mentioned in his letter to
only Zaide and Zaide (2008) and Bocobo-Olivar Blumentritt in January 14, 1889.
(1972), plus an article from the Manila Times by
Mr. Mr. Perry Gil Mallari declared that Rizal One can still imagine that some things may
taught Arnis in Dapitan. There was no other have been undocumented but without the
discussion in the books other than a single evidence, the answer would be “No, Rizal
statement stating that Rizal practiced or taught probably did not practice Arnis after all”. Rizal
Arnis in Dapitan. Online enthusiasts seemed to and Arnis then in these few accounts were
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either part of hagiographies, innocent To quote again his letter to Luna in July 3, 1890:
interpretations of the biographers, or invention
of traditions to create a prestigious story for
“Mabuti ngang ang kabataan ay
the art as well as Rizal. May it be clarified
mahilig sa isang bagay na lalong
however that the study only dismissed the
mahalaga
at
marangal
kaysa
popular narrative but does not discredit Arnis
pagsusugal sa baraha; at gaya ng
as a martial art and Rizal as a hero. Arnis is still
napakatumpak na pagkakasabi ni
a beautiful and effective art which the
Marco Espada, ang paggamit ng isang
Philippines can be truly proud of, and Rizal is
sandata ay nakakapagdulot ng lakas ng
still one of the influential persons in changing
kaluluwa
sa
tao
at
the Philippines leading to its independence. It
nakapagpapahinahon
at
is just that they did not have any significant
nakapagpapamitagan sa kanya.”
connections supported or agreed by historical
accounts.
Such ideals are still practiced even today like in
modern day MAPEH subjects as well as sports
Even if physical education and martial arts clinics and activities in schools and
training were scarcely mentioned by Rizal communities. And Rizal’s perspective is still
himself, this study was still able to present worth considering especially with the changing
narratives that they have been significant times that pose a lot of factors to be inactive
aspects of Rizal’s development as a person. leading to physiological complications. Physical
One can contend that he used these to education teachers for example can find
compensate for his weak and small physical inspiration or at least some talking points in
attributes, a perspective proving Rizal did not these experiences and ideas of Rizal.
only buried himself in reading books. As quoted
earlier, it was his dream to be a great Lastly, it must be emphasized that even if Rizal
swordsman.
may have not learned and taught Arnis, he was
still a martial artist and a person who
Rizal perceived physical training as a necessary consciously pursued physical development. He
part of education. He included physical and was not the purely bookish and passive
martial arts training in his own daily regimen, reformist personality that some American
he taught and sparred with other members of propaganda would tend to describe.
his organizations, he included physical
education in his ideal curriculum as well as his He did wield the sword, he did shoot the pistol,
school in Dapitan.
he did get into fights as well as challenged into
duels. He recognized the importance of
Moreover, the importance of physical activities physical activities, including martial arts, in the
to a person may have been emphasized due to development of a person and a community.
his medical background. He saw these activities
as beneficial to society as they can develop References:
values among practitioners, promote healthy
living, and divert the attention and energy of Astorga, Ediberto Jr., Cynthia Cruz, and Diosa
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such as cockfighting.

141

UP LOS BAÑOS JOURNAL

Guro Pepe?i: Examining the Idea of ‘Rizal as Martial Artist”
in Popular Biographical Sources

Volume XVIII No.1 January-December 2020

Talakay. Mandaluyong City: Books Atbp. Goodreads. n.d. "Leon Ma. Guerrero."
Publishing Corp.
Accessed
April
2020.
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/24
Bocobo-Olivar, Celia. 1972. History of Physical 98640.Le_n_Ma_Guerrero.
Education in the Philippines. Quezon City: Guerrero, Leon Ma. 1974. The First Filipino: A
University of the Philippines Press.
Biography of Jose Rizal. Manila: National
Historical Commission.
Bowker, Paul D. 2016. "Epee? Foil? Saber? Hartwell, Ernest Rafael. n.d. "Jose Rizal and
What's the Difference, And Why U.S. Fencing Juan Luna Fencing." Accessed April 2020.
Stars Picked Theirs." TeamUSA.org. Accessed https://scholar.harvard.edu/hartwell/node/46
May
2020. 6536.
https://www.teamusa.org/New/2016/Februar
y/04/Epee-Foil-Saber-Whats-The Difference- Hobsbawm, Eric, and Terence Ranger. 1983.
And-Why-US-Fencing-Stars-Picked-Theirs.
The Invention of Tradition. Cambridge: Press
Syndicate of the University of Cambridge.
Clements, John. 2004. "The Basic Guards of
Medieval Longsword." The Association for Ladrido, Portia. 2017. "4 questionable myths
Renaissance Martial Arts. Accessed May about Jose Rizal." CNN Philippines. Accessed
30,2020.http://www.thearma.org/essays/Stan April
2020.
cesIntro.htm#.
https://cnnphilippines.com/life/culture/2017/
12/29/rizal-myths.html.
Corpuz, Onofre. 1963. Education and SocioEconomic Change in the Philippines, 1870- Mallari,
Perri
Gil.
2008.
"Fightin’
1960s. Quezon City: Social Science Research Jose."Accessed
April
2020.
Council, University of the Philippines.
http://warriorinscrubs.blogspot.com/2008/07
/jose-rizal-could-be-first filipino.html?m=1.
Craig, Austin. 1913. Lineage, Life, and Labors of
Jose Rizal, Philippine Patriot. Manila.
National Heroes Commission. 1964. Letters
Between Rizal and Family Members, Volume II:
—. 1913. Lineage, Life, and Labors of Jose Rizal, Book One. Manila: National Heroes
Philippine Patriot. Manila: Philippine Education Commission.
Company.
National Library. 1930. Epistolario Rizalino:
—. n.d. "Rizal’s Own Story of His Life." Tomo Primero 1877-1887. Manila: Bureau of
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/48438/48438 Printing.
-h/48438-h/htm. Accessed April 2020.
Navarro, Rene. 2015. "Jose Rizal, Martial Arts
Dean, Eskabo. 2013. "Jose Rizal: The Warrior." Warrior." Positively Filipino: Your Window on
Accessed
April
2020. the Filipino Diaspora. Accessed April 2020.
http://bakitwhy.com/articles/jose-rizalhttps://www.positivelyfilipino.com/magazine/
warrior.
jose-rizal-martial-arts-warrior.
Pambansang Komisyon ng Ikasandaang Taon ni
Jose Rizal. 1961. Pakikipagsulatan sa mga

142

UP LOS BAÑOS JOURNAL

Guro Pepe?i: Examining the Idea of ‘Rizal as Martial Artist”
in Popular Biographical Sources

Volume XVIII No.1 January-December 2020

Kasama Niya sa Pagpapalaganap. Manila: Whitwell, Charles. 1940. Spanish Educational
Pambansang Komisyon ng Ikasandaang Taon ni Policy in the Philippine Islands. Graduate
Jose Rizal.
School Thesis, Texas: University of Texas.
Wiley, Mark, ed. 2001. Arnis: Reflections on the
Peoplepill.com. n.d. "Gregorio F. Zaide." History and Development of the Filipino
Accessed April 2020.
Martial Arts. USA: Tuttle Publishing.
https://peoplepill.com/people/gregorio-fzaide/.
Zaide, Gregorio, and Sonia Zaide. 2008. Jose
Rizal: Life, Works, and Writings of a Genius,
Ranciere, Jacques. 2015. "The Concept of Writer, Scientist, and National Hero” (2nd Ed).
Anachronism and the Historian's Truth (English Quezon City: All-Nations Publishing Co., Inc.
Translation)." InPrint Vol. 3, Issue 1, Article 3
21-52.
Salvador, Diego. 2012. "Rizal in Duels & Martial
Arts: More than Just your Ordinary National
Hero."
Accessed
April
2020.
https://www.istorya.net.forums/content/rizalduels-martial-arts-more-than-just-yourordinary-national-hero-264/.
Shay, Anthony, and Barbara Sellers-Young.
2004. "Belly Dance: Orientalism-, Exoticism-,
Self-Exoticism." Dance Research Journal 35, no.
1 13-37.
Stockinger, Johann. 1995. "Letters of Rizal and
Blumentritt." Austrian-Philippine Homepage.
Accessed
May
2020.
https://www.univie.ac.at/Voelkerkunde/apsis
/aufi/rizal/rbcorr.htm.

i

Guro is the Filipino term for teacher and it is also
used to describe certified instructors in Arnis. Pepe
of course was his nickname and I’ve chosen the two
terms to represent both his childhood and adult

physical aspects, although there is the question of
did he really study and teach Arnis.
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